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Abstract 
This study investigated the effect of planning time on the writing quality of EFL learners’ expository writing. 60 EFL learners 
were randomly assigned to three groups with different planning conditions and were asked to write an essay. All the 60 essays
were rated carefully. Results revealed that planners considerably outperformed non-planners in writing quality. It was concluded 
that Iranian EFL learners’ performance was significantly affected by planning time. The findings of this study broaden the 
understanding of second language learners’ writing process involving planning and that planning can help learners organize their 
written discourse leading to a better performance.   
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1. Introduction 
In recent years, with the emergence of task-based language teaching (TBLT), we have seen a growing body of 
research in various aspects of L2 learners’ performance in written/oral tasks (e.g., Ellis, 2003; Ortega, 1995; 
Wigglesworth, 1997; Mehnert,1998; Foster & Skehan,1999; Yuan & Ellis, 2003 ). According to Ellis (2004), this 
research leads to a huge emphasis on a variety of task design features and also implementation procedures.  
One implementation variable has proved to have consistent impacts on L2 production, i.e. “Planning”. Planning 
and its role in task based language teaching are of both theoretical interest to SLA researchers and practical value to 
ELT teachers. Theoretically, it tests claims regarding the nature of variability in learners’ language.  Practically, it 
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can help inform the methodology of task-based language teaching, where it investigates the fact whether or not to 
allow students time to plan, and if so, what kind of planning and for what length of time (Ellis, 2009).   
                                                                                                                                                                     
 Any single task in a TBLT methodology can be performed in a number of different ways, depending on how 
learners orient to it and the background knowledge they bring to bear. It is highly possible to influence the result of a 
task by manipulating the way the task is performed.   
         
Therefore, the choice of planning as an independent variable is this study is motivated by its significance for 
current cognitive theories that view acquisition in terms of information processing and also its undeniable value for 
English teachers, for it can greatly lend itself to pedagogical manipulation.  
 
2. Review of the related literature 
Since now, a number of studies have scrutinized the influence of planning time on both oral and written language 
performance. Ellis (1987) conducted a research using three kinds of tasks different in the amount and type of 
planning time provided. The conclusion was that, in the case of irregular past tense verbs, a lexical basis for 
production is operating. However, in the case of regular past verbs, a morphological basis is at work that in turn 
necessitates some available on-line processing capacity. As a result, it was concluded that manipulation of task 
conditions affects planning time which in turn, influences the balance between lexical and syntactic performance. 
2.1. Studies of planning time on oral performance 
Foster and Skehan (1996) have investigated the effect of strategic planning on the linguistic performance of the 
learners in different genres of personal tasks and narratives ones.  In another study, Skehan and Foster (1997) gave 
participants a narrative task based on a cartoon strip with a clear story and an amusing punch line.  
 
In both studies, provision of strategic planning time has generated marked increases in accuracy. The findings 
were not in line with the research hypotheses, since they had predicted that the most fluent and accurate language 
would occur in personal tasks since they were the least cognitively demanding and would thus require the least 
attentional resources to be devoted to language content (Skehan, 1996). The other partially incompatible finding 
concerned with the issue of planning time. It had been hypothesized that planning time would have a greater effect 
on accuracy in the narrative and decision-making tasks because these were cognitively more demanding and as a 
result would switch attention toward language content. 
 
Mehnert (1998) reports on a study that investigated the effect of different amounts of planning time on oral 
performance of the second language learners. Results were evidence for the positive effect of planning on the 
fluency and lexical density of speech. Concerning the other two aspects of linguistic performance, accuracy of 
speech experienced an increase with only one minute planning but did not increase with more planning time. 
Complexity was only significantly higher in 10 minutes of planning. However, through tasks of different degree of 
structure and amount of familiarity of information, no significant differences were found for the effect of planning.  
 
 In Ortega’s (1999) study, a group of fourteen American students of Spanish as a foreign language performed two 
monologic production tasks with and without planning time. The planner group produced more complex language. 
However, in the case of accuracy, no significant result has been observed. In general, the claim that manipulation of 
planning time as a factor in second language tasks may foster more developed inter-language use in short run was 
supported.  
 
Yuan and Ellis (2003) designed a study in three levels of planning conditions (no planning, pre-task or strategic 
planning, on-line planning). The findings of the study, in regard with fluency, report on the advantageous position of 
pre-task planners on respectively on-line planners and then no planners.  The study employed three measures of 
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complexity: in the case of syntactical complexity and syntactical variety, both planner groups outperformed the non-
planning group. However, for lexical variety, pre-task planners outperformed both on-line and no planners. In the 
case of accuracy, on-line planners did better than both the other groups. Statistical analyses illustrated that whereas 
the pre-task planners did not perform more accurately than no planners did, the on-line planners did. As a 
conclusion, on-line planning had a positive effect on accuracy.  
 
 In a more recent study, Rouhi and Saeed-Akhtar (2008) investigated the differential effects of detailed versus un-
detailed planning on the accuracy and fluency of L2 performance. The results revealed that the un-detailed planners 
did more accurately than the no-planners while the detailed planners outperformed both of them. They concluded 
that as the planners forget the structural planning they decided on during the planning phase due to the real time 
performance pressure, no significant changes occur in the accuracy their performances obtain. However, pre-task 
planning allows then to reflect on the semantic components of the task which in turn lets them reduce lack of 
fluency due to the reduction of repetition, number and length of pauses and the frequency of reformulations.  
 
Mortezanejad (2008) investigated the impact of the planning time on the oral performance of the intermediate 
learners versus advanced learners in terms of accuracy and fluency in tasks with and without pre-task planning. The 
findings show that both groups of proficiency level gained in fluency while planning time was provided. In the case 
of accuracy, no statistically significant difference was found. Finally, no statistical difference was observed while 
intermediate and advanced groups are compared regarding their gain through the use of planning time.  
2.2. Studies of planning time on written  performance 
In contrast to the larger number of studies examining the effects of planning on oral performance, there have been 
few empirical studies that have investigated the effects of planning on written performance. 
  
        Ellis and Yuan (2004) examined the effects of different types of planning on L2 narrative writing. 
Participants were asked to write a story based on a set of six pictures under different task conditions (no planning, 
pre-task planning, and on-line planning. Measures of accuracy, complexity, and fluency were employed to evaluate 
the quality of the participants’ written outputs.  Ellis and Yuan’s finding demonstrated that the pre-task planning 
condition helped learners in the formulation process of a task, and the on-line planning condition provided learners 
with better opportunities for monitoring. On the contrary, the no planning condition resulted in negative 
consequences for the measures of accuracy, fluency, and complexity of written products in comparison to the 
planning condition. Their results can be linked to those obtained in earlier studies (e.g., Mehnert, 1998; Skehan & 
Foster, 1997 ; Kellogg, 1988). Attentional resources are limited so that competition takes place in order to achieve 
goals between accuracy and complexity.  
     
Dellerman, Coirier, & Marchand (1996) specifically examined the effects of planning in argumentative writing. 
These authors hypothesized that the quality of an argumentative text is dependent on prior planning of the 
argumentative relationships and the writer’s writing proficiency. They also expected that planning would be most 
beneficial to non-proficient writers on the basis of the assumptions that planning would improve the organization of 
information and increase the available cognitive resources for high-level processes. The results showed that 
planning focused on logical relationships had a significant effect on the argumentative texts produced. As Dellerman 
et al. expected, planning was most effective for non-proficient writers. 
 
In summary, the studies documented above have supported hypotheses that the presence of planned conditions 
results in improved written performance (Dellerman et al.,1996; Ellis & Yuan, 2004). These results are in line with 
earlier investigations of the effects of planning on L2 oral performance. One of the weaknesses in the studies 
examining the effect of planning on L2 writing is that learners’ written products were evaluated with quantifiable 
measures similarly employed in the studies of oral performance (e.g., Dellerman et al., 1996; Ellis& Yuan, 2004;). 
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Thus, the analysis of the written data remained at sentence-level analysis rather than at discourse-level analysis 
which led to a question about the quality of L2 learners’ written output. 
3. Methodology 
3.1. Participants 
To accomplish the objectives of this study, four classes with the total number of 80 EFL learners were selected. 
Participants were both male and female students who ranged from 15 years of age to. The participants in the study 
learned English primarily through formal instruction. As a result, they had little opportunity to use English for 
communicative purposes outside of the classroom. 
3.2. Instrumentation 
 As an indicator of learners’ L2 proficiency level, the results of Cambridge Preliminary English Test (PET) were 
used. The main reason for selecting this test was the fact that it was more suitable for the intermediate level of the 
participants. 
 
The second instrument was a writing test. The rational for choosing an expository task is its academic nature for 
typical in-class assignments and its potential to elicit different aspects of a writing task. Shin (2008) believes that 
expositional writing task involves different features of writing in terms of rhetorical conventions, register, and 
sources of information. 
 
A version of Jacobs, Zinkgraph, Warmuth, Hartfiel, & Hughy (1981) scale was used to evaluate the writing 
quality of the learners. The scale in this study focused on five aspects of writing: Content, Organization, 
Vocabulary, Language use, Mechanics.  
3.3. Procedure 
The whole term was held in 18 sessions. In session 18, a PET test was administered. Using the test scores, 60 
learners were selected as the intended sample population and then were assigned randomly into three groups. The 
first 20 learners were assigned to the control group with no planning time,  the second 20 participants to the first 
experimental group with five minutes of planning time, and the last 20 learners were assigned to the second 
experimental group with 10 minutes of planning time prior to production. 
 
For non-planners after giving the basic instructions in learners’ mother tongue, the learners were given the 
writing task and were asked to finish it in the thirty-minute time limit. The administration was quite similar for five 
and ten-minute planners, with the exception that they were given some extra papers for taking notes before task 
planning phase. These papers were also collected to make sure that they were used for the purpose of planning. 
 
Having collected all the papers, the authors evaluated the quality of writing of each essay through Jacobs et al.’s 
(1981) scoring profile based on a five category analytic scale (content, organization, vocabulary, language use, and 
mechanics). 
3.4. Design 
The quasi-experimental design here consisted of one between-groups factor and no within-subject factor. The 
only between groups factor is planning time. This study consists of one independent variable, planning time with 3 
levels (zero, five, and 10 minutes) and 1 dependent variable, ‘writing quality’. 
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 Since we dealt with one independent variable at three levels and also one dependent variable and due to the fact 
that our data were in terms of scores, One-way ANOVA was employed to examine the effect of planning time on 
the quality of the essays. 
4. Results  
4.1. Effects of planning time on the writing quality of expository essays 
Table 1 summarizes the descriptive statistics for all the groups in terms of scores given to essays based on their 
qualities. For the first group with zero planning time the mean score is 64.93 with standard deviation of 11.121. This 
amount is slightly higher for the 5 minute planners with 70.88 as the mean and 10.726 as the standard deviation.  
The third line reveals that the scores mean for 10-minute planners is considerably larger than the zero and five-
minute planners and equals 74.10. 
 
 After investigating the effect of planning time on the use of lexical cohesive devices, the effect of planning time 
on the writing quality of the learners was undertaken. To do so, the sixty essays were rated by two raters and a score 
was assigned to each using Jacobs et al.’s (1981) scoring profile. The first rater was the researcher himself; the 
second rater was a colleague with seven years of experience. The scores were given out of 100, and are tabulated in 
Appendix E.  The scores were analyzed using One-way ANOVA. 
 
 
  Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for the Mean Scores of Groups in Terms of Writing Quality 
 
         Planning time Ns  Score means         SD Std. Error       Min                Max 
 
0 20 64.93 10.535 2.356   51    88 
5 20 70.88 10.726 2.398           50 83 
10 20 74.10 10.526 2.354 59 94 
Total 60 69.97 11.098 1.433 50 94 
 
As can be observed in Table 2, the F-value equals 3.859, and since the p-value is .027 and smaller than 0.05, the 
difference at 2 degrees of freedom is statistically significant. In other words, planning time has a statistically 
positive effect on the writing quality of learners in their expository essays. 
 






DF Mean Square F Sig. 
Between 
Groups 
866.558 2 433.279 3.859           .027 
Within 
Groups 




Total 7266.433 59    
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4.2. Post-hoc analysis for significance value between every two groups 
The difference among the writing mean scores of the participants proved to be statistically significant, but a 
question of concern is that between which two groups this difference has been more meaningful. In order to cast 
light on this issue a post-hoc analysis was run and the results were presented in Table 3. 
 
As can be seen in Table 3, the significance is smaller than p-value only between the zero planners and the 10-
minute planners. This table lends support to a previous claim made in this study that longer planning time proves to 
be most effective in improving the overall writing quality of learners’’ expository essays 
 
Table 3. Post-hoc Analysis for Multiple Comparisons of Significance between Groups 
 
I(group)        J(group)       Mean difference (I-J) Std. Error Sig. 
      0                  5 
      






      0                 10                          -9.175 3.351 .030 
      5                 10                                   
     






    




The results of the condition effects indicate that the planned conditions had an impact on learners’ written 
performance in expository writing tasks .These results are in line with earlier investigations of the effects of 
planning on written performance (Franken & Haslett, 2002). The results retaining to the effect of planning time on 
written performance seems to be also in line with those related to oral performance. Works of scholars like Mehnert, 
1998; Crooks, 1989; Foster & Skehan,1996)  reported that pre-task planning results in better oral performance. 
Thus, these results tend to support the claim that the planning process eased the processing load during task 
completion and enabled learners to produce a higher quality text. 
 
6. Conclusion 
It can be concluded that planning time can serve as a useful device in improving the writing performance of the 
learners. The results were indicative of the fact that planning time promoted the active engagement of learners to a 
given task. It also contributed to the awareness of positive input and facilitates writing process. The results lent 
support to those of Ortega’s (1999) who concluded planning eases the cognitive load and communicative pressure of 
a given task freeing up some attentional resources for assessing the task demands and prioritizing strategic allocation 
of effort and attention. It was ,therefore, concluded that planning time was used by learners to prepare cognitively 
and linguistically to decide on what meaning to convey and to search for and to activate the resources required to 
achieve this purpose. This pre-task planning is assumed to facilitate the cognitive load during task completion by 
reducing the on-line planning to enable learners to produce essays which are denser in terms of lexical cohesive 
devices. 
 
The impact of planning time in this study has been found in previous research (e.g. Ellis & Yuan, 2004, Ortega, 
1999) and is also verified in this study. The conclusions are in line with many earlier studies in this area which 
investigated the effects of planning time on both oral and written performance of the learners (Shin, 1998; Mehnert, 
1998; Crooks, 1989;  Foster & Skehan,1996). 
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Results of this study suggest that by utilizing a pre-task activity like planning, learners pay more attention to how 
they are going to perform a task (Skehan, 1996), and as a result they can produce a more coherent and organized text 
with a richer range of vocabulary. In that sense, this study can be expected to play a part in the framework of 
planning time on the L2 writing tasks, unlike the recent research trend which has basically focused on planning 
influence on oral tasks. 
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